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ABSTRACT 



At the request of the U.S. House of Representatives, this 
study identified problems confronting child protective service (CPS) units, 
which affect the system's capacity to protect children from abuse and 
neglect. State and local responses to these problems, and opportunities for 
the federal government to assist in improving the system's capacity to 
respond t p_ dft \l,dren ' s needs were also determined. Information was obtained 
through literature review, interviews with state and federal officials, 
visits to CPS units in California, Florida, Missouri, and New York; and 
consultation with a panel of experts. Results indicate that the CPS system is 
in crisis because of overwhelming caseloads, increasingly complex social 
problems underlying child maltreatment especially related to substance abuse, 
and ongoing systemic weaknesses in daily operations, including difficulties 
in maintaining a skilled workforce, inconsistently implemented policies, lack 
of automated case management, and poor working relationships with courts. 
Responding to the crisis, states and localities are testing new service 
delivery strategies, including forming partnerships with families and 
community organizations. Programs in Missouri, Florida, California, and New 
York were cited as examples of innovative service delivery. Challenges to new 
strategies include adapting to new caseworker roles and addressing the 
underlying systemic weaknesses that diminish daily operational effectiveness. 
CPS units will need more focused support and expanded technical assistance 



from the federal government, including disseminating information on what 
other CPS units have tried and the outcomes of these experiments. (Appendices 
include a description of the methodology.) (Author/KB) 
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B-271267 

July 21, 1997 

The Honorable Nydia Velazquez 
House of Representatives 

Dear Ms. Velazquez: 

Each year, nearly 1 million American children are the victims of abuse and 
neglect by their parents or other caregivers. For almost 20 years, the 
country has seen a steady rise in reports of child abuse and neglect, 
including a 14-percent increase, from 1990 to 1994 alone, in the number of 
children who were the subject of maltreatment reports. 1 These 
children — many from homes with multiple problems, such as parents with 
serious substance abuse problems — are among our nation’s most 
vulnerable citizens. Tragically, an estimated 2,000 children die each year 
from maltreatment. 

The responsibility for receiving and investigating reports of child 
maltreatment falls primarily on a system of child protective services (cps) 
units within state and local child welfare agencies, which are responsible 
for the day-to-day operation of these units. The rising number of child 
maltreatment reports, the difficulties presented by substance-abusing 
parents, and diminished resources have placed these units and agencies 
under increasing stress. The federal government has an important role in 
the nation’s response to these problems. Through the Child Abuse 
Prevention and Treatment Act (capta), enacted in 1974, and recent 
amendments, the federal government has underscored its commitment to 
provide funding and technical assistance for cps to state and local 
governments, which are striving to find the most effective ways to protect 
children. 

Because of your concern over the increase in child maltreatment cases 
and the barriers cps units face when protecting children, you asked us to 
identify (1) problems confronting cps units that affect the system’s 
capacity to protect children from abuse and neglect, (2) state and local 
responses to these problems, and (3) opportunities for the federal 
government to assist in improving the system’s capacity to respond to the 
needs of abused and neglected children. In conducting this work, we 
reviewed the literature on child maltreatment and interviewed state and 
federal officials and other experts. To obtain first-hand information on cps 



‘The term maltreatment refers to children who are the victims of child abuse and neglect. Many types 
of abuse — such as physical, sexual, or emotional — and neglect — such as educational or medical — can 
occur. 
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practices, we visited four states — California, Florida, Missouri, and New 
York — in different stages of reforming their cps systems. In addition, we 
convened a panel of experts in the areas of child maltreatment and cps to 
examine what role the federal government can play in assisting states and 
localities in improving their cps activities. We conducted our work 
between February 1996 and April 1997, in accordance with generally 
accepted government auditing standards. A complete discussion of our 
scope and methodology appears in appendix I. 



Results in Brief 



The cps system is in crisis, plagued by difficult problems, such as growing 
caseloads, increasingly complex social problems underlying child 
maltreatment, and ongoing systemic weaknesses in day-to-day operations. 
The states we visited have experienced large increases in maltreatment 
reports in recent years, thus increasing the cps caseload to an 
overwhelming level. In addition, states report that families are entering the 
system with multiple problems, among the most common of which is an 
increase in substance abuse. Experts consider this increase to be a 
significant factor in maltreatment, which has caught all parts of the cps 
system unprepared. Moreover, cps units have been plagued by 
long-standing systemic weaknesses in day-to-day operations, including 
difficulty in maintaining a skilled workforce; consistently following key 
policies and procedures designed to protect children; developing useful 
case data and recordkeeping systems, such as automated case 
management; and establishing good working relationships with the courts. 
Highly qualified staff who have the necessary resources and support to 
carry out the complex tasks involved in protecting children are essential to 
ensure that maltreated children find safety in the cps system. Therefore, 
without these critical elements, the effectiveness of cps is undermined. 

In response to this crisis, states and localities are testing new strategies for 
service delivery. Given the increased volume and severity of the cases, cps 
units find that using traditional approaches, they can no longer handle all 
reports alleging abuse or neglect. As a result, states and localities are 
developing new strategies, depending on the severity of the maltreatment, 
to respond to cps reports. States and localities are also focusing on 
forming partnerships with families, friends, churches, and community 
organizations to help keep children safe from maltreatment. These 
partnerships enable cps units to share responsibility for intervening in 
various types of maltreatment cases. For example, in Missouri, cps 
caseworkers teamed with community partners to develop and deliver 
services to families in which they consider the imminent risk of harm to 
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the child to be low, such as in child neglect. These new strategies, 
however, are not without certain challenges. They include such challenges 
as (1) adapting to new caseworker roles, required by new responsibilities, 
and (2) the underlying systemic weaknesses that diminish day-to-day 
operational effectiveness. For example, without a highly trained and stable 
workforce to mobilize and build trust among the diverse group of partners, 
realizing reform goals may be difficult. More importantly, there is little or 
no research to assess whether these new strategies effectively solve the 
problems of abused and neglected children and their families. 

As state and local cps units experiment with new strategies aimed at better 
coping with rising and complex caseloads, units will need more focused 
support and improved technical assistance from the federal government. 
Previous federal research has concentrated on the causes of maltreatment 
and on ways to treat abused and neglected children and their families, 
rather than on topics that support the states’ community-based response 
to the cps crisis. Similarly, federally provided technical assistance has also 
been limited in helping the states develop new strategies to address this 
crisis. In addition, dissemination of federal research findings and practical 
information for improving daily cps operations is lacking. By focusing its 
efforts on the new strategies within states, the federal government could 
provide states with much needed information on what other cps units have 
tried and the outcomes of these experiments. 



cps units within local child welfare agencies serve as a community’s first 
line of defense for children whose families are having difficulty caring for 
them or are no longer able to care for them, cps units represent the 
front-end of the child welfare system since the majority of children 
receiving child welfare services (such as foster care) first come to the 
attention of the system through cps. cps caseworkers investigate reports of 
child abuse and neglect to verify the alleged maltreatment, conduct 
assessments to determine what services may help stabilize a family and 
reduce the risk of further maltreatment, and coordinate the delivery of 
treatment services by a variety of public and private providers. These 
activities are often conducted under adverse and sometimes dangerous 
circumstances. In addition, caseworkers must balance the often 
conflicting roles of investigator and social worker. As investigators, cps 
caseworkers collect evidence and work with law enforcement officials; as 
social workers, they work with families to identify services needed to 
improve conditions in the home and provide a safe environment for the 
child. 
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States generally follow a common set of procedures when investigating a 
report that a family is either neglecting or abusing a child under its care. 
Most reports of maltreatment are by telephone and are received by staff 
trained to collect information concerning the alleged incident. These staff 
then assess whether the circumstances described in the telephone call 
match the state definition for maltreatment and whether there is sufficient 
cause to believe that the child is in danger of further harm. 2 If the report 
meets these conditions, the staff refers the report to the cps unit for 
investigation. 3 



CPS Activities . Referred reports are generally categorized into two groups. In the first 

group, cps caseworkers are dispatched immediately for children believed 
to be in imminent risk of harm. In the second group, investigations are 
usually initiated within 24 to 72 hours, depending on state statute. 
Caseworkers usually check if the child’s family has had a prior validated 
report of abuse or neglect. Caseworkers then visit and interview the 
family, including initiating face-to-face contact with the child, and begin 
collecting information about the alleged maltreatment incident. This 
information includes physical evidence, such as the results of a physical 
examination of the child showing any marks or bruises, and statements 
from family members and other individuals who may have information 
relevant to the case. Law enforcement officials may be asked to 
accompany a caseworker on this visit if the caseworker believes the child 
may need to be immediately removed from the home or that the situation 
may become dangerous or violent. Finally, caseworkers determine the 
report’s validity and record and summarize the information. These 
determinations are based on the agency’s criteria for an acceptable level of 
risk to the child and caseworkers’ training, prior experience, and 
judgment. Since a faulty evaluation can endanger a child’s life, cps 
protocols usually recommend specialized training for caseworkers and 
regular and close supervisory review of these difficult decisions. 

If a cps caseworker, during the initial investigation, believes that a child 
has been maltreated and needs the court to protect the child’s safety, the 
caseworker must initiate judicial oversight of the case, which can be 



2 State definitions of the various types of maltreatment are generally based on definitions found in 
CAPTA, which defines abuse and neglect as “at a minimum, any recent act or failure to act on the part 
of a parent or caregiver, which results in death, serious physical or emotional harm, sexual abuse or 
exploitation, or an act or failure to act which presents an imminent risk of serious harm.” 

3 Reports that do not meet state definitions for abuse or neglect and are not referred to local CPS units 
can be referred to other state or local information telephone numbers, local law enforcement agencies, 
or other state social service agencies. 
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time-consuming and complicated. The caseworker begins by filing a 
petition with the court, detailing the alleged maltreatment and how it 
meets the legal definition in that state. Then, depending on the course of 
the cps investigation and state requirements, a series of court hearings may 
follow. First, the court decides whether the risk to the child is great 
enough to warrant removing the child from the home on a temporary 
basis. Next, the court decides whether the alleged maltreatment occurred. 
This determination is made based on evidence gathered by the caseworker 
during the investigation, which usually must be completed within 30 days. 
Finally, the court decides who will have control over the child and what 
steps must be taken by the family and the child welfare agency to improve 
the family situation. The court can allow the child to remain in, or return 
to, the home or place the child with a foster family, in a group home, or 
with a relative. 

While the caseworker is following the procedures involved in investigating 
the alleged maltreatment, he or she is also developing a tentative plan to 
address those conditions in the home that cps believes contributed to the 
maltreatment of the child. This plan ultimately becomes the case plan that 
outlines treatment services for the child and the family. The plan describes 
what actions are required of all the parties involved to correct the 
conditions that caused the maltreatment and, in some cases, the 
placement outside the home, as well as the time frames for accomplishing 
them. In addition, the plan must address a child’s health and education 
needs, including arrangements for any specialized treatment by health care 
providers. The causes of child abuse and neglect are complex, and a case 
plan can involve referrals to an array of individuals, including caseworkers 
from other units in the child welfare agency, such as adoption or foster 
care specialists; private service providers, such as mental health and 
counseling professionals on contract with cps to provide treatment 
services; other public agencies that can assist with nonhealth services, 
such as housing; and organizations providing transportation or other 
support services. Maintaining the services outlined in the case plan is key 
to avoiding further exacerbation of the family’s problems and a return to 
the crisis mode that often precipitated the initial report. 



Federal Involvement in Federal activities directed specifically at child maltreatment prevention 

CPS Activities and treatment began in 1974, with the passage of capta. This legislation 

and subsequent amendments have influenced cps in important areas. For 
example, capta provides (1) federal guidelines for states to use in their 
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definitions of child abuse and neglect and (2) for states to have in effect 
laws for the reporting of suspected maltreatment. 

The cps activities of investigating and verifying suspected maltreatment 
are almost entirely funded by state governments; however, the federal 
government provides some funding for support activities, such as research 
and technical assistance, capta authorizes and funds three key entities that 
support state cps units: (1) the Office on Child Abuse and Neglect (ocan), 
within the Department of Health and Human Services (hhs), which 
oversees federal research on child abuse and neglect, demonstration 
projects, and other activities; (2) The National Resource Center on Child 
Maltreatment, under a contract with hhs, which provides technical 
assistance to states on child welfare issues; and (3) The National 
Clearinghouse on Child Abuse and Neglect, also under an hhs contract, 
which gathers and disseminates information on child maltreatment. In 
addition, capta charges hhs with providing state and local agencies with 
support and technical assistance, as well as ensuring that cps activities are 
executed and coordinated among till agencies involved with CPS-related 
activities. For fiscal year 1996, capta provided over $50 million for federal 
research and demonstration grants, program grants, and training and 
technical assistance. Other sources of federal funding provide states with 
(1) support while a child is in foster care or (2) the ability to make services 
available to help prevent the removal of a child from the home. 4 



Increases in the number of maltreatment cases, the changing nature of 
family problems, and long-standing systemic weaknesses have placed the 
cps system in a state of crisis and undermined its ability to fully carry out 
the responsibilities for abused and neglected children. First, child 
maltreatment reports have risen steadily across the country. The caseloads 
of cps units have grown correspondingly, and cps units often cannot keep 
pace with this workload. 5 Second, these caseloads are increasingly 
composed of families whose problems have grown more troubling and 
complicated, with substance abuse a common and pervasive condition. 
Finally, systemic weaknesses — such as difficulty maintaining a 



“The Social Security Act, Title IV-B, subpart 1 (Child Welfare Services), provides funds for support 
services, to prevent abuse and neglect, and for foster care services, to reunite families, arrange 
adoptions, and ensure adequate foster care placements; Title IV-B, subpart 2 (Family Preservation and 
Support), provides funds to support families and prevent the need for foster care; Title IV-E provides 
funds for food and shelter for children in foster care; and Title XX (Social Services Block Grant) 
provides funds for support services to families at risk of child abuse and neglect 

F Thc Continuing Child Protection Emergency: A Challenge to the Nation , U.S. Advisory Board on Child 
Abuse and Neglect, U.S. Department of Health and Human Services, Administration for Children and 
Families (Washington, D.C.: U.S. Government Printing Office [GPO], Apr. 1993). 
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